Notes on Plotinus - Ennead Two, Sixth Tractate - On Being, Essence, and Quality 


2.6.1 Essential and Accidental Characteristics 

Is Essence something distinct from Being? It would appear to be so, as everything seems to be 
contingent on Being. All other things, including Essences, can be removed without ultimately destroying 
Being itself. There appear to be five categories of Being, and Essence is one of them. In addition, there is 
Movement, Rest, Identity, and Difference. These five categories are like the Elements of Being, while 
Being is the unified totality of them. These categories of Being are the constituent parts of Being. 


Motion is Accidental to Essence due to the fact that they are distinct and not contingent upon one 
another. Is Motion also Accidental to Being? Is Motion a constituent part of a particular Being ? In fact, 
Motion is niether Accidental to Being nor a constituent of a particular. Like all of the highest categories 
of Being, Movement is itself a Real particular Being due to its distinct Intellectual existence. 


Since Sensible objects are distinct and exist, can we grant them Real Being? Intellectual (i.e. Ideal) beings 
are Real because they are full and unified. The Intellectual Being which is the Ideal Form of a Human 
defines what it is to be a Human (i.e. it defines the Essence of Being Human). Since all Humans meet is 
criteria, it also encapsulates all possible Humans. In the Sensible world objects are only ever a small 
subsection of the Intellectual Being which they participate in. The distinct Sensible objects are 
contingent upon the Intellectual Beings they participate in. If the Intellectual Beings they participated 
did not exist, there would be no Ideal Essence for a Sensible object to satisfy in order to Become a 
variant of it. How could a Human exist if there was no definition of a Human that could be satisfied? 
Something can only be said to have Real Being if it's very Being is self-contained and not contingent 
upon other things. Things which are contingent upon other things are not things which exist irreducibly 
in of themselves. For this reason, Sense objects cannot be called Real Beings. 


What are we to make of the Intelligible Qualities, which differentiate the Real Intellectual Beings? Do 
these distinctions define an Ideal Being's Essence, and thus in a allowing something to be a Distinct 
Being? While this is reasonable, we must be careful not to project this onto the Sensible Qualities we 
find in Sensible Corporeal things. In the Sensible realm, some characteristics are Essential constituents of 
something's being, and others are merely Accidental. Aristotle gives us the example of Being bipedal and 
quadrupedal as Essential differentiators. Being bipedal is Essential to a human, and being quadrupedal is 
Essential to a horse. Other Sensible characteristics do not serve to differentiate things Essentially, but 
are merely Accidental. For example, Being white or not is non-Essential to both horses and humans. 
Whiteness or lack thereof does not conflict with being a Human or a Horse. In some cases, a 
characteristic can be essential to one Being, but non-Essential to another. For example, being white is 
Essential to things which are white without exception (such as white pigments like ceruse). On the other 
hand, there are plenty of white things which are not Essentially white. Some Humans have white colored 
skin and hair, while others do not. In the case where a characteristic is Essential to something, the 
presence of this characteristic then is required for the thing to Be what it is. On the other hand when a 
characteristic is not Essential to something, it is merely an Accidental modality of something and does 
not affect its Being (i.e. Existence). Thus we have a distinction between Essential characteristics, and 
Accidental characteristics. 


What can we say in the event that a characteristic is Essential in one instance, and Accidental in 
another? For example, Whiteness is Essential for white pigment (e.g. ceruse or white lead). Removing its 
Whiteness would destroy its Being as white pigment. Yet if a swan happens to be white, this is merely an 


Accidental. There are swans which are not white, and a white swan could become a different color while 
remaining as a swan. 


Some may object and say that Essence is not comprised of characteristics, but of a unique identity. They 
will say that Fieriness is the Essence of Fire, and White Pigmentation is the Essence of a White Pigment. 
Yet even if we make such abstractions, the we only succeed in adding in an extra layer of abstraction. 
Heat would still be a constituent of Fieriness, and thus a constituent of Fire transitively. Either way, heat 
completes the Being of fire. 


Here we have a problem. According to this account, one in the same thing can be Essential and 
complete the Being of the subject which possesses it, while also being Accidental and Non-essential in a 
different case. Yet this is Absurd, as if something is Essential, it would complete the Being of whatever 
possesses it, and thus could not be Accidental. The solution to this issue is that only Ideal Beings possess 
a characteristic Essentially. In the Sensible world, all characteristics are Accidental to the object which 
possesses them. The Ideal Essence of a Being is Real and self contained. In the sensible world, the 
Qualities are contingent upon both the Ideal Essence and the substrate which expresses them. This is 
what is meant when it is said that the sensible expression of a Quality is not Real. Confusion over this 
distinction is the source for many errors in thought. We often confuse an expressed Quality for the thing 
which is expressing said Quality. For example, Fire is not merely its Accidental Qualities that we can 
sense. Its Essence and Reality are not Accidental. Ordinary language focuses on the sensible Qualities we 
readily perceive, and this process leads us away from understanding things in Essence. It is no surprise 
that this issue is limited to Sensible objects, since all of them are composite combinations of Form and 
Matter. Sensible objects lack the irreducibility of a true Ideal Essence, so we mistake them for the 
Accidental Qualities they express. 


This point raises another issue. Can something Real be comprised of something which is not Real? We 
already have discussed that something. As previously discussed, things which can fluctuate and thus be 
Formed into new Beings are distinct from the Eternal Ideal Principles which they participate in (See 
Notes on Ennead Two, Fifth Tractate, Sections 2 and 3). We can add that such fluctuating things cannot 
be Real or a true Essence. 


Howthen can the Real Ideal Beings come into Reality from that which is above them and beyond Being 
and Quality? The answer is that The Ideal Realm is the realm of distinction. Ideal Essence is thus 
comprised of the distinctions which serve to differentiate Ideal Beings from one another. These very 
differentiating distinctions constitute the Being of an Ideal Being. Such Beings are Divine and eternally 
Good because they eternally complete their Natural Functions of encapsulating the domains of their 
Essence. Yet they are still in a sense deficient when compared with the supremely Divine simplicity of 
The One. The Ideal Beings only encapsulate a small subsection of The One, making them a level removed 
from hhe supreme perfection of The One. 


2.6.2 The Accidental Nature of Quality 

Let us inquire into the nature of Quality itself so that we can better assess whether Essence is distinct 
from Being. To do so, let us return to our previous discussion and deduce whether a Quality can 
sometimes be Essential to something, while other times it is merely Accidental to its possessor. 


If a Quality can sometimes be Essential to something, then we will have no objections to the 
propositions that a Quality can comprise part of Something's Essence, and that possession of a Quality 
can be contribute a particular Being's existence (i.e. complete its Being). In this case, the Essence (i.e. 


the things which must be achieved for the Being to exist) of a particular Being would have to exist prior 
to the particular Being itself. This is because the Essence must be achieved for the particular Being to 
exist, and so the particular being would be contingent upon it. Further there would need to be a Being 
which Exists prior to the Particular Being to take on the Quality in forming the new particular Being. 
Qualities must be possessed by a Being and thus are contingent upon them. 


What are the consequences of the proposition that a Quality can sometimes be Essential to something? 
To analyze this line of reasoning more clearly, let us discuss Fire. Before it became the particular Being 
fire, what would the initial Being be? Heat, Luminosity, and its other characteristics would be as 
inconsequential to the initial Being of Fire as nose shape is to a Human Being (i.e. nose shape does not 
dictate whether Human exists or no). Devoid of all characteristics, we are left with an empty Corporeal 
Matter. Yet this does not make sense. Since Corporeal Matter requires both Matter and the Form of 
Magnitude, there must be Forms (i.e. Ideal Beings), which are posterior to the most primordial of 
Corporeal Bodies. Thus we cannot say that a Quality may be Essential. 


Some might object to the notion that Form precede Corporeal Matter, as they will say that Form is a 
Quality which some Material object possesses. This is not correct. Form in of itself is Ideal and acts as 
the blueprint (i.e. Intellectual Principle) for what will manifest in Matter. What is the resultant 
compound when Form manifests in Matter? It is not merely the Material object. Matter which expresses 
these Forms is merely the substrate for their expression, not the composite whole. The glowing hot iron 
ball, it is more than just the primordial Iron Ball. It must be combined with something else, and thus this 
something else (i.e. Form) must already exist. The Corporeal Matter requires Forms to participate in for 
it to Possess Quality. Others will argue that an object's Qualities are not expressed Forms, but merely 
actions that an object is engaging in. Yet this objection is inadequate, as it fails to explain how an object 
can engage in an act or what the perquisites for an object acting are. 


Let us consider the characteristics of something which complete its Being. Essential features should not 
be mistaken with Accidental Qualities. Since they are Essential, Essential features have their root in the 
Ideal. Consequently, they can rightly be called Actualizations of Ideal Forms themselves. A Quality then 
must be something which is outside of Being. Once a characteristic is necessary for something to Be (i.e. 
exist), it does not make sense to for this Being to possess it redundantly as well. This reverses the proper 
order. Without the Essential feature, the Being would not even exist to possess the feature as a Quality. 


Accidental Quality then serves the purpose of allowing for the presence of characteristics in addition to 
those which are Essential. For example, the Accidental Qualities of a human may be Virtue, Vice, Beauty, 
Ugliness, Sickness, Health, and others. Humans do not possess these Essentially, but they may come to 
possess them Accidentally. To a Triangle or Rectangle, Being Triangular or Rectangular is Essential and so 
these characteristics are not Qualities they possess. There would be no Triangle to possess Triangularity 
as a quality unless Triangularity was already present such that the Triangle exists (i.e. Triangularity 
completes the Being of a Triangle). Yet to a piece of metal, Being Triangular or Rectangular would be a 
Quality, as these are something which an extant Being (i.e. the triangle) possesses. For another example, 
possessing jobs or skills are Qualities of humans, as there is an Extant Human Being which possesses 
them. 


So, to put it more succinctly, Qualities are characteristics which Beings (i.e. things whose Essential 
features have been Actualized) possess. The Being is not contingent any of its Qualities, as it had to exist 
in the first place in order to possess any Qualities. It does not matter if the Quality is added immediately 
after the creation of the Being, or a long time later. It does not matter if they are extremely difficult to 


add or remove, or if they come and go easily. Qualities can be removed from a Being without destroying 
it. 


2.6.3 Quality is Removed from Being 

So, a person with white skin's white skin is not a Quality, but it is an Actualization of this person's 
Potential for white skin. In fact, all of the things in the Ideal realm which we refer to as Qualities are 
more accurately called Actualizations. We mistake the properties of Ideal Beings for Qualities. Each Ideal 
Being is distinct, and as such they possess properties which serve as their points of differentiation. These 
distinguishing properties remind us of the Accidental Qualities we perceive in the sensible realm, and so 
we conflate them by mistake. 


What differentiates characteristics in the Ideal realm with characteristics in the sensible realm? After all, 
both can be explained as Actualizations of Potentialities. The primary difference is that characteristics of 
sensible objects are not always Essential to their Being, while characteristics of Ideal Beings are always 
Essential to their Being. When something's characteristic completes its Being, it cannot be called a 
Quality for the reasons specified earlier (see Notes on Ennead Two, Sixth Tractate, Section 2). So, when 
we can imagine a Being existing without a particular characteristic, we can rightly call this characteristic 
an Accidental Quality. When we consider a Fire's heat, we can see that this is an Actualization of the 
necessary properties of Fire as derived from its Ideal Form. With other objects that do not require heat 
to exist, any heat which is present is an Accidental Quality. In this way, a Quality is one step removed 
from the Reality of a Being as it has an additional layer of contingency. Namely, a Qualitative 
characteristic is contingent on a particular Being existing first. 


Qualities then are all of the characteristics of something which are non-Essential to it. They are all 
characteristics of a Being which do not serve to Actualize the Being itself. Qualities are habituations, 
dispositions, and modalities. The Accidental Qualities we see in Corporeal Beings derive from the Ideal 
Forms of these characteristics. The Ideal Form of a characteristic possesses all of its properties as 
Actualizations, as these characteristics complete the Being of their respective Ideal Forms. Again, the 
characteristics of an Ideal Form cannot rightly be called Qualities, as that would mean that said 
characteristics would simultaneously be Accidental and Essential. 


So, primordial Being is only Ideal Form and Actualization. Accidental Qualities are thus a step removed 
from Being, fallen from the perfect Ideal realm. If a characteristic is only ever Accidental, then it can 
rightly be called Quality in its purest form. 


